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June 10, 2000

SCB PLANS PERMANENT OFFICE, BEGINS FUND RAISING
By KERRY THOMSON
for UM Relations
MISSOULA, Mont. Money literally rained from the sky Friday during the opening of the annual Society for
Conservation Biology meetings, held at The University of Montana.
Biologist Michael Soule, a founder and past president for the society, collected $754
from conference attendees to help hire the society’s first executive director. One-dollar bills
passed from hand to hand - even fluttered down from the balcony - after Soule announced the
society voted Thursday to open an office in Washington, D.C.
The money was a token start to a fund to establish the society’s first-ever permanent
office, and while the amount of money was small, the implications of the collection were big.
“We need to be lobbying on critical ... issues,” Soule told a crowd of more than 1,000
biologists. “We need much more activity in international programs. ... We need to show up at
important international meetings, particularly where our knowledge could make a difference.”
Since the society formed in 1985, it has operated solely through the support of
volunteers and has had little formal interaction with governments or businesses, he said. While
other interests, especially businesses and industries, have held the attention of decision-making
bodies around the world, the SCB has remained relatively silent on conservation issues.
Internationally, the results have been devastating, he said.
-more-
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“Starting around 1985, parks grew out of fashion,” he said. “They were slammed by
the international conservation community. ... The 5 percent of lands in the world that now are
in protected areas are not only static, they are decreasing.”
Conservation biology took a hard hit at the national level as well. Without a lobbying
presence in Washington, D.C., funding and support for the field has slowed to a trickle in
recent years, he said.
For his part, Soule accepted responsibility for the society slipping from the
international radar screen, but also pointed to the society’s infrastructure.
Like many scientific and academic societies, the SCB has no central office, he said. The
headquarters moves every year to the university where the newly elected president teaches.
The president, along with his or her duties as a researcher and a professor, is asked to take on
all the responsibilities of running a 5,000-member organization. The society’s structure and
roaming headquarters, Soule said, just don’t lend themselves to being a global presence
regarding conservation problems and decision-making.
“For a long time, I ’ve sensed there was something wrong with the society - a sort of
inborn error of the society not living up to its potential,” he said. “I was under the wrong
impression that matters in Washington, D.C., could be handled remotely. ... The important
things happen because of face-to-face contact.”
“We failed to participate because we didn’t have the infrastructure to participate,” he
said later. “We didn’t follow through because we didn’t have structure to follow through.”
By establishing an office and hiring an executive director, the society “will be in a
position to be much more active in the international arena,” Soule added.
-more-
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Soule estimated it will cost the society about $250,000 each year to run the office, but
speculated that collaborative efforts and office-sharing with other like-minded organizations
could whittle that figure to $100,000. He proposed members donate $10 to $20 a year to
support the office and assured them the money would be well worth it.
“There is nothing to fear by being more effective,” he said.
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